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Abstract 
The EU lags behind in innovation compared to other major world economies due to, amongst others, lower levels of 
investment in innovation and an insufficient use of communication technologies. SMEs find it difficult to fully 
exploit the business potential of the scientific and technological advances made by research and education institutes. 
International Innovation Labs are conceived as a collaborative meeting ground between SMEs and business schools 
with a twofold objective: (i) to stimulate business model innovation in SMEs; (ii) to develop a systematic approach 
for innovation processes, adjusted to their limited financial and marketing resources. The knowledge acquired from 
the case-based approach was used to create an innovation manual with a practical roadmap to innovation within 
SMEs. Special attention is given to create an open innovation culture within businesses. 
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1. Problem statement 
SMEs are important players in present-day economy, especially when it comes to wealth creation. Despite major 
efforts made by the EU as well as national and regional European governments, SMEs are still lacking capacity to 
(optimally) benefit from the scientific and technological knowledge present in research and education centers (Swan, 
2011). 
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Although the importance of innovation is repeatedly stressed as a necessary condition to maintain the actual 
living standard, the EU lags behind compared to other major world economies (Cornell University, INSEAD & 
WIPO, 2013; VRWI, 2013; European Commission, 2011) due to, amongst others, lower levels of investment in 
innovation and an insufficient use of communication technologies (VRWI, 2013).  
Furthermore, research and policy agendas concerning innovation made by European governments and executed in 
projects by universities were mainly centered on technological aspects of innovation and mainly focused on large 
companies. It is only in the Horizon 2020 program that a clear choice has been made to encourage innovation in 
SMEs (European Commission, n.d.). These innovations could be technological in nature, although non-technological 
innovations too are eligible for EU funding. These non-technological innovations are highly relevant for SMEs in 
order to allow them to develop viable business models towards specific market sand market segments, necessary to 
market their innovation. SMEs often lack the necessary knowledge how innovations can lead to new ways of 
attracting customers, organizing logistics, developing new communication strategies, expanding the value 
proposition for customer segments, etc. 
Osterwalder and Pigneur (2010) conceived a framework to innovate the business model of companies by filling 
out 9 building blocks: value proposition, customer segments, channels, customer relationships, key activities, key 
resources, key partners, revenue streams and cost structures.  
By adapting the business model, it is possible to anticipate the needs of the market and to gain competitive 
advantages. Not only innovation of the business model is important, SMEs are also lacking knowledge about the 
broader innovation process: from the detection of the problem to the implementation. Innovation of the business 
model is only one particular part of this process. 
In the present paper, we address both issues and present the International Innovation Labs initiative. International 
Innovation Labs (IILs) are conceived as a collaborative platform between higher education institutes (HEIs) and 
SMEs with a twofold objective: firstly, stimulating business model innovation in SMEs; secondly, developing a 
systematic approach for innovation processes in SMEs, adapted to their financial and marketing resources. IILs are 
organized in order to connect HEIs and SMEs more closely.  
IILs have developed a case-based approach where innovation problems of individual SMEs are being addressed. 
From the knowledge acquired assisting on these innovation problems, ILLs conceived an innovation manual with a 
clear and pragmatic roadmap to innovation within SMEs (De Hertogh, Evers, Lammens & Van Goolen, 2013). The 
result is a practical toolbox with a selection of instruments for business model innovations. 
In this paper, after having described the methodology, we will present this roadmap and its component parts. 
Subsequently, we will discuss the practical implications of the IIL initiative and its approach towards innovation. 
Furthermore, guidelines are presented to stimulate an innovation culture within a company. We will conclude with a 
brief evaluation of the project and point at some research limitations. 
2. Methodology 
To address business cases, the innovation roadmap for SMEs was developed. This is a case-based approach: a 
‘lab situation’ inside the HEIs (and outside the SMEs) is created to assist SMEs in business innovation problems. 
International student teams from three European HEIs, namely Leuven University College (Belgium), Laurea 
University of Applied Sciences (Finland) and BA School of Business and Finance (Latvia), are brought (virtually) 
together to elaborate creative business plans for authentic business problems, such as new markets approaches and 
online communication strategies (Van Wulfen, 2013). The methodology consists of two successive stages. 
Firstly, the aforementioned teams of business students tackled the innovation problems of SMEs. To this end, the 
HEIs created a lab situation where the business problems were analyzed outside the SMEs and viable solutions were 
developed. Students were coached by lecturers and received innovation training at the beginning of a lab. The topics 
tackled by the labs were mainly business model innovations for which Osterwalder’s business model canvas was 
suited. From 2011 onward, about 20 business cases have been solved for B2B as well as B2C markets in various 
industries, such as logistics, consulting, sports and local food suppliers. 
Secondly, lecturers guiding the aforementioned ILLs translated the acquired expertise about the innovation 
process into a systematic and practical approach. An innovation roadmap was developed with tools geared with the 
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specific challenges SMEs have to deal with. The roadmap is conceived in such a way that SME managers and 
innovation managers can easily progress through the different stages of an innovation process.  
The added value of that innovation roadmap lies in providing an easy-to-handle selection of tools suited to the 
particular environment of SMEs and to the specific challenges they face. The roadmap and the associated tools 
within each stage are extracted from existing innovation management frameworks. However, these models are 
generally not adapted to the situation in which SMEs are operating. Moreover, an abundance of books and articles is 
available on (business) innovation, which makes it difficult for SMEs to find a suited approach. 
3. The International Innovation Labs Innovation Roadmap: An innovation toolbox for SMEs 
In management literature, various best-practice models for stimulating and managing innovation can be found. 
They mostly cover tales of break-through innovations by well-known companies such as Amazon, Apple, Google, 
Apple, etc. However, it became apparent over the course of the different ILL projects that the ambition level 
concerning innovation in SMEs is more modest. Consequently, in each lab a rigorous selection of these models was 
needed to offer viable solutions to SMEs, generally after being adjusted to their specific needs. 
Although each lab had its own specific requests, it was clear that the innovation challenges experienced by 
SMEs were associated with at least one or more of five distinct innovation activities. In Figure 1, the relations 
between the different activities have been visualized in an iterative process model: The International Innovation 
Labs SME Innovation Roadmap. 
 
 
Fig. 1. The International Innovation Labs Innovation Roadmap 
To assist individual SME managers and business leaders in pinpointing the activities in the model which are the 
most helpful to their own innovation challenges, a key question (Q) has been associated with each innovation 
activity, as shown in table 1. 
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Table 1. Activity selection procedure 
Q: Are you having problems collecting enough and/or valuable ideas? 
Activity 1: Mobilization and collection (see section 3.1) 
Q: Are you in need of developing a sense of direction for what you want your company to stand for and determining a corresponding strategy?  
Activity 2: Orientation (see section 3.2) 
Q: Does your innovation process stop because you cannot choose the well-advised and mature ideas out of a list of ideas?  
Activity 3: Cluster and choose (see section 3.3) 
Q: Does it remain difficult to turn innovative ideas into concrete plans for innovation projects?  
Activity 4: Activation (see section 3.4) 
Q: Do you encounter unwelcome surprises in the implementation of your project?  
Activity 5: Implementation (see section 3.5) 
3.1. Activity 1: Mobilization and collection 
SMEs are facing a lack of sufficient capacity to innovate. This lack results not only from the limited number of 
people who can contribute to the innovation process but also from the restricted resources they can allocate (to 
external consultants, for instance). Consequently, the first activity consists optimizing the internal and external 
sources for the generation of new ideas. Some tools within the ILL Innovation Roadmap consist of surveying, listing 
and assessing the ideas of existing customers and internal stakeholders, involving prosumers, crowdsourcing on 
social media, co-branding and co-opetition with competitors. 
To add additional brainstorming capacity, a close collaboration between government, knowledge centers and 
companies (which is known as the knowledge triangle) can yield creative ideas for SMEs. Brainstorming is an 
insuperable activity for idea generation where the quantity of ideas prevails over the quality in order to generate as 
many ideas as possible. When organizing a brainstorm session, possible tools are flower associations, determining 
megatrends in the society, empathy and superheroes (Byttebier, 2008; Kleon, 2012). 
3.2. Activity 2: Orientation 
After the first activity of uncurbed idea generation, it is indispensable to check whether the creative outputs 
match with the business goals of the company by: 
x mapping the business model and the external environment (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010); 
x establishing a clear and consistent direction for the innovation process through a company mission statement, 
vision, values and strategy. 
3.3. Activity 3: Cluster and choose 
The first two activities enable SMEs to crystalize the multitude of ideas into a limited number of clear 
suggestions on how to innovate their business model. During the third activity, all those options will be evaluated 
whether they are a viable starting point of an innovation process.  
At the end of this activity, the quality of the previously generated ideas will be increased. The tasks are twofold: 
labeling and selecting. After labeling and clustering the ideas to achieve a higher internal homogeneity and 
concreteness by mind mapping techniques, it is essential to take a decision in this so-called diverging phase. The 
tools most suited to SMEs are hits per target group, Dr. Love and the COCD-matrix (Byttebier, 2008; Huizingh, 
2013; Van Thiel, 2009; Van Wulfen, 2010). 
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3.4. Activity 4: Activation 
In activity four, various techniques enable SMEs to reach a higher level of concreteness for the ideas selected at 
the outcome of activity three. The MBA technique developed by Byttebier (2008) is a low-level estimation 
methodology suited for SMEs, especially when some minor adaptations are made to that method to fit on the SME 
context. With Byttebier’s technique, the motivation for the project, the specific objectives, the action paths and the 
main problem areas to be dealt with can be worked out in further detail. 
3.5. Activity 5: Implementation 
Once the concrete ideas have been developed, project plans are made, preparations are set up, etc. In this final 
stage, guidelines are presented to SMEs to help them realizing the innovations that will have the best chances of 
success. Finally, attention should be paid to the team management, the follow-up of the project, the protection of the 
innovation and the change management (Ries, 2011). This brings us to the next topic of stimulating innovation 
culture. 
4. Creating an open innovation culture in the organization 
A company’s creativity depends on the people involved in the organization. The personality traits of staff 
members, employees and external stakeholders are extremely important in the creative innovation process. Business 
managers can certainly influence the creativity of their SME by developing a creative open culture and 
corresponding attitudes. 
The necessary components of a creative organization are the following: develop own capacity; provide 
challenges, freedom and resources; broaden the innovation network with extra stakeholders and design a continuous 
decision cycle (Huizingh, 2013). Let us now go into each of those component parts of the creative organization. 
4.1 Develop own capacity 
The executives of a company should give a good example to their employees. Especially CEOs should be aware 
of the nonverbal and unconscious messages they send out in various everyday meetings with staff members and 
employees. CEOs are therefore advised to evaluate their own behavior. To this end, CEOs could ask themselves the 
following questions: 
x How long has it been since staff members and the employees were asked to have creative ideas ? 
x How was reacted to innovative ideas in meetings last month? 
x How long ago has it been that employees and staff members were rotated between the different divisions of the 
company?  
x How often have you shared the experiences with failures with your colleagues? 
x How long has it been since you spent budget to bring employees together to develop an idea into a concrete plan?  
4.2. Provide challenges, freedom and resources 
People are most creative when confronted with a challenge. If the work process in the company is conceived by 
employees as made up with routine actions, they are merely put asleep. Below, we provide a number of ideas which 
can create the necessary creative tension on the workfloor: 
x Occupation grade: Ensure that the workload of your staff regularly drops below 80 %. If people have to spend 
100 % on operations, creativity will be limited within the organization. 
x Freedom: Occasionally allow employees to deviate from the normal track in performing their work. For the 
gained freedom, let them share what they have learned (both positive and negative experiences).  
x Rotation: In order to enrich yourself, let staff members and employees work in different functions.  
x Creativity sessions: Organize collaborative moments for staff members and employees where they can challenge 
each other. 
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4.3. Broaden the innovation network with external stakeholders 
As mentioned in the first activity of the innovation road map (see section 3.1), SMEs cannot possess all the 
necessary knowledge, skills and critical mass to independently work out successful innovative ideas from scratch 
and implement them. 
Open innovation as developed by Chesbrough (2006) indicates ways how small as well as large companies can 
accelerate the pace of their internal innovations and how they can expand their business. It is advised that these 
companies involve external partners in all stages of their innovation cycle (Van Thiel, 2009). Those partners not 
only generate and elaborate ideas, they can also assist in selecting feasible projects and can collaborate in the 
implementation phase. The IIL are a good example of a platform where SMEs and external partners, in casu HEIs 
and their students, closely collaborate. 
4.4. Design a continuous decision cycle 
To build a long-lasting competitive advantage it is highly recommended to skim the innovation roadmap 
regularly. Depending on the size of the business, it can be worthwhile to adopt innovative initiatives on a more 
regular basis by running through the innovation roadmap. However, therefore the necessary formal decision-making 
processes and structures should be available.  
Innovative project ideas can be very diverse in content, scope and impact. Some ideas are focused on 
technological innovations for products and services; others are non-technological and more organizational or 
process-oriented. Some ideas involve starting up projects which will take several months, a quarter or several years 
in time; others are small quick win-projects that are feasible in a few weeks. 
Depending on the size of the organization and the number of ideas chosen, companies should decide how far 
they want to work out project ideas before implementing them. Some key questions can guide that decision process: 
x Who are the best people in the organization to decide on innovation?  
x Which steps should new ideas go through to get approval? 
x What criteria should new ideas meet to be approved?  
x When will the decision and evaluation moments be scheduled? 
5. Discussion 
ILLs are an dynamic platform where creative thinking and working out innovative ideas is stimulated. The IIL 
are a joint initiative of HEIs and SMEs which is profitable for both parties. The HEIs can offer genuine business 
problems to their students. Consequently, students learn by working at authentic business cases with solutions which 
should be implementable in a real business. Furthermore, students improve their entrepreneurial skills, which is 
important in the present labor market. The SMEs receive innovative solutions to improve their business performance 
and create an open innovation business culture. The innovation roadmap is based on a limited amount of case 
studies, but show interesting tools adapted to the specific problems faced by SMEs. 
Taking into consideration the proposed solutions, the SMEs involved in the IILs were generally very satisfied, as 
shown by the results in table 2 (mean scores on a 10-point scale). The figures in table 2 show that the SMEs were 
satisfied about their participation in the ILL with mostly a score of 8/10. The criteria with a score of 7 will be used 
to improve the future organization of the IIL. 
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Table 2. Satisfaction of SMEs on a 10-point scale 
Evaluation of the process Mean score 
The in-between meetings were efficiently 8 
In the final communication SMEs received interesting solutions to their problems 8 
Evaluation of the results Mean score 
International Innovation Labs deliver innovative solutions 7 
The result was of a high quality level 7 
The report was clear 7 
The closing presentation was grounded with new scientific results 8 
General satisfaction level 8 
 
Finally, the IILs have recently been awarded by VISIR as top 20 practice in innovative learning methods, 
focusing on dimensions as creativity, impact and potential for scalability. ILLs are using a methodology which can 
be interesting for an expanding network of partner schools. 
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